Feature Essay Civil War Treasures Spring 2018 A Homeopathist Surveys the Defenses outside Washington
Washington, D.C., was the most heavily fortified city in North America at the close of the Civil War, but the nation's capital possessed only the flimsiest of defenses at its start. Major John Gross Barnard, chief engineer of the Military District of Washington, began erecting fortifications on the Arlington hills as early as May 1861, but much remained undone when McClellan assumed command of the Department of the Potomac on August 17 and became responsible for the capital's defense. In the meantime, a homeopathic physician from Pittsburgh visiting the city with his young nephew created an interesting record of Washington's emerging defenses during that first frightening summer of the war. A few years before Dr. Dake and his nephew began their business association in Ohio, they visited the nation's capital as it geared up for war in the summer of 1861. A bird's-eye view drawing that they made together gives a curious picture of the Federal fortifications on the Virginia side of the Potomac River as viewed from Washington on August 11, 1861. It describes troop numbers, forts, cannon, and ordnance supplies. Even "Genl. Lee's house" is pictured near Arlington Heights in the upper right of the sketch. Despite the great amount of work to be done to deter Confederate advances and make the capital fully secure, Dr. Dake expressed nothing but confidence: "There must have been 30 or 40,000 troops on the Va. side. The forts were nearly all well supplied with 24 & 32 pound cannon, some of them rifled; supplied with plenty of ammunition and shot & shell. Fort Runyan seemed to be the largest, but Ft. Albany was a very fine one-walls high and strong. Troops in good condition, cooking their dinners in the shade of trees, etc."
4 In time this gossamer web of fortifications would grow to nearly seventy enclosed forts, one hundred batteries for field guns, and twenty miles of rifle trenches, but Jabez Dake's and James Crank's simple pen-and-ink sketch still delights in revealing the hesitant but hopeful beginning of Washington's Civil War defenses.
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